Book of the month Ever Since Adam and Eve: the Evolution of Human Sexuality
The late writer and humorist Frank Muir recounted the following tale. A vicar was preaching a sermon on the Ten Commandments. When he came to 'Thou shalt not steal', he noticed that a meek-looking man in the front row looked very anxious and uncomfortable. The vicar continued and, when he came to 'Thou shalt not commit adultery', the man in the front row suddenly looked very relieved. After the service the vicar was curious and asked the man about his strange reactions. 'Well, you see', came the reply, 'when you said "Thou shalt not steal" I thought someone had stolen my umbrella, but when you got to "Thou shalt not commit adultery", I remembered where I had left it. ' Adultery is but one of many topics featured by Malcolm Potts and Roger Short in Ever Since Adam and Evel-their simultaneously reflective, funny, sombre, and thoughtprovoking companion to human sexual behaviour. The outline was drafted on a paper napkin in a restaurant with the aim of creating a television series; curiously that never happened.
The authors' mentor throughout life's sexual journey is Charles Darwin, biological evolution being the mirror via which the authors ponder milestones such as sexual intercourse, pregnancy, birth, growing up, ageing and death. So, pausing at adultery for a moment, what do we learn from a biological standpoint? First, that male and female forms represent different reproductive strategies. From the selfish perspective of spreading one's own genes, the adulterous umbrella owner may have been attempting to make his mistress pregnant without any intention of supporting the child. But a man who is cuckolded by his wife is typically deceived into thinking the baby is his, leaving him to bring up someone who does not carry his own genes-biologically a waste of effort. Good evolutionary reasons then why males should try to assert their paternity and avoid being cuckolded. The social fallout is far-reaching. Twice as many countries punish women for cuckoldry as punish men for adultery, and female punishments tend to be harsher. Take a 1990 USA divorce case: both husband and wife admitted having affairs; only the wife was charged with breaking the state adultery laws, and the case was eventually dropped on the condition that she carry out community service.
Merely by dipping into this book you will emerge covered in droplets of intriguing information by way of the many vignettes and illustrations. One learns, for example, about Aristotle's fascination with camels; he thought they were a separate species because the males urinate backwards. And when going to war on a camel, it was unwise to pick a non-pregnant female for a charger; she would be only too likely to sit down on espying a male. Thus, Aristotle relates, female camels were ovariectomized when used in warfare. Turning to the sin of Onan, we learn that society's response to masturbation could hardly be more varied: celebrated by the ancient Egyptians as the way the Sun God, Ra, created the first couple; regarded by Judaic writers as a crime warranting the death penalty; and the stimulus for nineteenth century nutritionists to develop special 'curative' diets, including Graham crackers (Sylvester Graham) and cornflakes (John Harvey Kellogg). For a future edition of this book, the authors might care to mention the recent exchange in an Italian journal between a Vatican theologian and a frustrated man who wanted to sate his desire when his partner was absent. The theologian, clearly a Formula I fanatic, not only used the adage that masturbation is akin to 'having a Ferrari and driving only in first gear', he also clarified his sentiments beyond any doubt by adding 'Running with the gearshift in first not only impedes the Ferrari from expressing all its power, but also ruins it'. One wag in a Mexican newspaper observed that divine punishment for the vice would be the equivalent of having the Ferrari replaced with a clapped out 1957 Ford.
The text itself, which warrants full immersion, has serial monogamy among its recurring themes. Potts and Short present cogent evidence to back their contention that men are 'intrinsically polygamous animals struggling to accommodate women's need for monogamous support'. Mammals, they observe, fall into two distinct groups according to whether the sexes are distinctly different in appearance (e.g. lions, gorillas and orang-utans) or practically indistinguishable (e.g. gibbons and marmosets). Polygynous males, who are consistently larger than females of the species because they must compete with other males for access to females, are said to be sexually dimorphic. A key factor underlying polygyny versus monogamy is availability of food: when food is scarce, the female mammal needs to maximize her supply if she is to reproduce successfully. Consequently, it may pay her to share a male with other females; as Potts and Short comment, 'after all, you only need him around now and then so that you can get pregnant, and for the rest of the time he is just another mouth to feed'. The arboreal female gibbon, on the other hand, has a plentiful larder in the forest canopy and much to gain from having a permanent consort; for gibbons there is no selection pressure for the males to be larger than females.
And human beings? We lack the striking differences in size displayed by male and female gorillas, yet men are 0 0 653 What do you mean, 'No' ? Redrawn for Ever Since Adam and Eve by Stephanie Thelwell (source unknown) 15-20% heavier than women, clearly different in appearance, and physically stronger. Tell-tale evidence, say Potts and Short, that we are unambiguously sexually dimorphic. Yet culturally we behave as a monogamous species for much of the time. Serial monogamy is our subtle compromise, they suggest; which is a biological way of explaining why relationships often founder after several years.
Perhaps not entirely by chance, Ever Since Adam and Eve is published as we acknowledge the birth of 'baby six billion', designated for this purpose as a Bosnian born on 12 October and duly presented to the UN Secretary General, who happened to be visiting Sarajevo. Potts and Short have compiled a list entitled 'One minute', during which 1 million human eggs are ovulated, 60000 men ejaculate, 260 births occur, 21 infants under the age of one die, mostly of malnutrition, one woman dies from pregnancy, childbirth, or abortion, and 40 abortions are deliberately induced. They ask the stark question 'Can we exercise a voluntary control of our fertility, or will we revert to the starvation, disease and unrestrained aggression that are the bloody marks of biological competition?' Our future and that of life on Earth depends on the answer, they contend. Fred Sai, the Ghanaian expert on women's health, nutrition, and family planning and recipient of the 1993 United Nations Population Award, would doubtless concur, and likewise declare that much hinges on society's treatment of women, which the authors explore in detail. Sai also wrote a book featuring Adam and Eve2, in which he developed the theme that in his society the burden of fertility and child-bearing put on women is a basic reason for discriminatory practices in education, the workplace and elsewhere. 'Women,' he noted, 'have adapted to the needs of society for hundreds of years. A new consciousness is needed which recognizes that it is time for society also to adapt to the needs of women.' 'Behind each single figure of human resource,' writes Sai, 'is a woman who, in many instances, has put her very life on the line to give birth to that individual.' And he relates a fable, which Potts and Short might like to add to their collection:
The chicken and the pig went for a walk one fine Sunday morning. As they turned the corner they saw a large crowd of human beings eating noisily and very happily. On a notice board was the following: 'Ham and eggs, all you can eat for $2'. Said the chicken happily to the pig, 'Isn't it wonderful how happy our little contribution has made all these people?' The pig turned and looked at the chicken with a rather sour face and said, 'You can talk. From you it is a small contribution, an involvement. From Schizophrenia as conceived by Bleuler was a metabolic defect that affected the brain and expressed itself in behaviour. This led to a variety of endocrine treatments as well as research on plasma protein fractions. In 1952 with the emergence of the psychotomimetic compounds, notably LSD and mescaline, a new hypothesis emerged the transmethylation hypothesis. For twenty years this was the dominant hypothesis in the field of schizophrenia, a fact that trainees in psychiatry and the public at large with an interest in nervous illnesses have almost completely forgotten. Nobel laureates and senior neuroscientists of the day endorsed the research programme generated by the transmethylation hypothesis, which evolved to include proposals about the effect of oxidative stress on nervous functioning. It gave rise to a host of widely reproduced observations on schizophrenia-notably the lack of flushing in response to niacin, the worsening of the condition in response to methionine and a range of other biological findings which have stood the test of time. These could be linked into aspects of what was known about the synthetic and degradative pathways involving neurotransmitters. The transmethylation hypotheses were eclipsed in the 1970s by the dopamine hypothesis of schizophrenia, which stemmed from work indicating that antipsychotic drugs acted on dopamine receptors. An important change happened with this eclipse. The transmethylation hypothesis had been a coherent hypothesis about the pathogenesis of schizophrenic reactions, which did not stem from the action of the drugs used to treat the condition. It assumed that the antipsychotics were not correcting the original abnormality. In contrast the dopamine hypothesis argued, with faulty logic (as has now been conceded by its originators), that, given the utility of drugs acting on dopamine systems in the management of schizophrenia, there must be something wrong with the dopamine system in schizophrenia. Research focused on the dopamine system for almost twenty years and produced nothing of any value. It seems very clear now that, whatever the abnormality underpinning schizophrenia, it does not reside within the dopamine system. Unfortunately, trainees and many researchers have now forgotten that there were other ways to view the neurobiology of schizophrenia. In Phospholipid Spectrum Disorder in Psychiatry Malcolm Peet and his coeditors resurrect some of the older insights and supplement them with recent work in a manner that has much to commend it.
Will this back-to-the-future approach get anywhere? Probably not. One of the lessons of the dopamine story is that research and psychiatric language follow the interests of those who make money out of treating psychiatric conditions. Some of the hypotheses put forward in this book could conceivably be correct, but the world at large is unlikely to hear about them unless money can be made from the treatments that emerge. The strategy unfortunately cannot be one involving something like vitamin E, which influences phospholipid metabolism and seems beneficial in tardive dyskinesia. In the post-dopamine era the quest is for
